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Foreword 


In her biographical statement about Zeeshan Sahil in Pabistand Lrefe 
Verse: An Anthology, which she wranstated and edited, Yasmeen Hameed, 
Writer in Residence at Lahore University of Management Science 
(LUM), stares thar Sahil “sensitively transforms the mundane and 
trivial into a highly reflective and moving poetic expression.” Sahil, 
whe passed away in 2008, was among a small group of Pakistani 
pocts, inchiding Javed Shaheen, Atval Ahmed Sved, and Nasreen 
Anjum Bhat, who wrote prose pocms, which, in this case. means 
poems unfettered by conventional uses of meter and rhyme. Though 
perhaps nor exactly what comes ta mind for readers of contemporary 
American poetry (Sahils prose poems are more like free verse), the 
poems lend themselves te translation more readily than the ghazal, a 
form of Urdu poetry more familiar to readers of Pakistani poetry in 
cranmslaricon. 

Sahil was born in Hyderabad, Sindh, in 1961 and died in Karachi 
in 2008. He published cighr collections of poetry in Urdu: Arena 
(1985), Chirios ka Sher (1989), Awhr Alood Agnnaan bay Sintaray 
(1994), Kare ave Door Nazwa (1995), Bena! aur Doorrt Nazmein 
(2003), Shateaene aur Doart Naznein (2003), lang be Dinan Metin 
(2004) and Neem-tareek Mfhebbar (2005). The poems in this collee- 
tion were culled from all of che hooks with the exception of the first, 
Arena, in an attempt to provide an overview of the poet's evolution 
over the course of his writing life. 

I was introduced to the work of Zeeshan Sahil by my student, 
Raza Ali Hasan, in 2005. Ali approached me about an independent 
study, which would consist of his doing literal translations of some 
Pakistani poets writing in Urdu. and my revising the literal drafts inte 
functional poems in English, My knowledge of Urdu was and still is 
nonexistent, and the only Pakistani poet whose poems | knew fairly 
well was Faiz Ahmed Faiz, whose work was translated by my friend 
and wonderful poet, the late Agha Shahid Ali. After attempting to 
translate Faiz we began work on Sahil’s poems. | was immediately 
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intrigued, especially by the first of the translations, “Black Bird,” the 
poem that begins this collection, a decidedly postmodern poem that 
contained images | could nor shake. In particular: 


The cage was empty, 
anti the vase in your windew 


overHowed with white Howers. 
And also: 


I seared out the window, 
Dreams built their mests in my eyes, 


and the cage was empty. 


Over the next few months, we translated several of Sahil’s poems, 
publishing some oftthem in fle Aneanal of Urdu Senalies, and, encour 
aged by the editor there, Or. Muhammad Umar Memon, we continued. 
Eventually, my wite, Mi Ditmar, began working with os. Having grown 
up ina bilingual family (her mother is Latvian) she was able to help 
with the nuances of syntax, and she often had insights about some of 
the more abstract aspects of the poems that gave the finished products 
amore concrete and Western-friendly tone. Again, we published some 
ofthe pocms in Fhe Aneel, and we began to think in terms of a col- 
lection of Sahil’s poems, Through Dr. Memon, | contacted Sahil, and 
he sent me his books, which arrived sewn between two pieces of faded 
whire cloth, along with a handwritten note from Mr. Sahil, express- 
ing his thanks lor our interest in his work, and a piece of paper thar 
indicated the contents of the package had been inspected by someone 
in the Pakistan government, Not long after | received the hooks, Mr. 
Sahil passed away at che age of forty-seven. He had been confined to 
a wheelchair duc toa birth deformity and had struggled with health 
problems his entire life, 

By now, Ali had moved on to other projects, and he recommended a 
poct friend from Pakistan, now living in San Francisco, Faisal Siddiqui. 
Faisal was enthusiastic about the book, and he took over the role of 
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doing the literal translations. He had mes Sahil in Karachia few times, 
and his father knew him as well, 

Faisal began sending us his literal translations, and he helped us 
revise the cdrlier pocms we had done with Ali. Event ually, we published 
some of these in She dnwal, Encouraged by the success we had with 
the poems, we decided to put together a manuscript. After accumu- 
lating a book's worth of poems, some of the predominant features of 
Sahil's work become apparent. There are simple images of the natural 
world, often in conflict with the world human beings have made, 
either literal walls (“Wall and Bird”) of barriers of the mind (“East”), 
as well as images of war, where a swarm of bicycles can stay a tink 
(“A Child's Bicycle"). There is an innocence in these poems combined 
with a worldliness that makes them disarming, They attend cto the 
harsh realities of post-Cold War Pakistan, while offe ring an obstinate 


hopetulness, fega rdless of the outcome of the effort: 


The bird awakens 

and begins breaking down the wall 
From morming to night, 

keeps breaking it down 


freer night to morning. 


One morning the wall notices 
the bird has broken down. 


That stubbornness of will exernplified by the bird (and birds appear 
often in Sahil’s work, generic and symbolic flocks of them) serves as 
an excellent metaphor for his own tenacity. [nan interview with Sahil 
on the website Dawn.com, he says, “If 1 did not write poetry then | 
would not have dene anything. Writing poetry is my vocation and 
not a hobby or habit...” 

At times deeply personal and at others overtly political, and, more 
often than not, a compelling hybrid of the two, the poems are simple 
and straightforward, subtle and strange. Their power is often hidden 
until the last image of the poem appears. In the beginning of “Birds,” 
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the speaker describes Karachi by refuting the lies that have been told 
about the city: “Leis a lie / thar after che rain in Karachi / the sprout: 
ing grass / doesn't have blades / deep green and soft.” He continues 
by cataloging some truths about Karachi: “In Karachi, / birds chat fly 
from trees / live with us / through the sound of bullecs and bombs” 
and “Qur books don't wait / inside cupboards for termites.” He con- 
cludes with “and our hands / tear down the walls / that once buried 
us alive.” In typical Sahil fashion, he depicts what is troubling about 
the city he loves (bullets and bombs; walls that once buried us alive) 
dlong with what makes the ciry appealing (blades deep green and soft; 
[ojur books don't wait), culminating with the image of the citizenry 
digging themselves out from the rubble that once entombed them, 

[nthe tithe poem, Sahilconteastsa shooting victim's “nearly weight 
less tears’ with the “heavy gun” of the boy who shot him. The speaker 
imagines that if the tears were to fall on the gun, “one day the gun 
would rust, /or the boy's heart would go soft as wax.” Here, as in “Wall 
and Bird.” the organic (tears) confronts the man-made (heavy gun). 
However, the result is different. Instead of the man-made triumphing 
as When the bird collapses after trying to break down the wall, the 
gun becomes useless, and the shooter's heart melts. OF course, this is 
wishful thinking, bur it speaks to che notion of hope that permeates 
the poems, despite their unflinching take on the atrocities of war and 
civil unrest. 

In “Knite,” the two extremes of the personal and political come 
together in an understated yer ultimately moving way. The speaker in 
“Knife” states, “From my loneliness, / a lantern takes shape i to be 
used in an emergency / during rainstorms.” Light emerges from the 
darkness of his loneliness to provide a way of seeing in spite of the in- 
clement weather. There is a sense of hopefulness out of despair, but also 
a sense of danger inherent in the emergency. The metaphor continues 
as the speaker explains that out of his loneliness a “ca rriage is made / 
to be used at tourist spots,” a “bridge will be built / to be used during 
and after / the war for tanks to cross,” and a “knife is honed / to cut 
paper or peel an apple.” But the carriage may be needed when “the 
express train / derails” and the bridge may “suddenly be blown up.” 
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And, most poignantly, when the knife “rusts, / it will be plunged into 
my heart.” No longer useful as a pragmatic implement that cuts and 
peels, the knite becomes a means for the speaker to kill himself lor be 
murdered?), The matter-of-fact tone of the pocm belies the ultimate 
shock of the ending. There are hints of destruction throughout, bur the 
final image of suicide or murder is unexpected and invites a rereading 
of the earlier parts af the poem. The refrain of “From my loneliness” 
takes on a seriousness that could be overlooked on a first reading, and 
the images of the emergency, of derailment, of tanks crossing a bridge, 
become more than a backdrop for the speaker's sense of despair and 
more likely the reasons for it, 

In “A Poem for You,” the speaker states: “The world is the wrong 
place to live / if ong has to live forever.” The notion that the longer 
one exists the more difficult ir would be to endure what the world 
has to offer might seem bleak, but Sahil undercuts the speaker's grim 
proclamation with a series of images that redeem the ha rshiness: “But 
the happiness of riding on the bus / with Saiduddin. f and the 
ing wax from che candle burning / cn your dressing table, 
smoke collecting on your mirror! make up tor every 
all of Sahil's poems, there is also 4 simply stated yet complex Merging 
of the discomfort of living and its atrendant heaury: “And in the city 
with all the blank strees signs / when the night becomes darker, | your 


uneasy presence makes / the stars unnecessary 


i the moon redundant, 
(and the sea superfluous,” The person to whom the speaker addresses 
this statement 


is “uneasy,” yet her presence renders the natural world 
unnecessary. This negation implies that the most clichéd notions 
of poetic beauty are insignificant when compared to her. As usual, 
there is an uneasiness in che poem that mirrors the uneasiness in che 
beloved. ‘The world is unendurable if one imagines oneself damned to 
never being able to leave it, but one individual's presence can 
that notion irrelevant, 

In many ways, Zeeshan Sahil remains a mystery tome, His poems 
as 1 know them, through the process of rendering the literal into the 
Poetic, are as contemporary as any being written today in the United 
States, yer they come to me from a lan Buage that is much older than 


mele. 
f and the 
thing.” As with 


render 
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my own. Working with Faisal and Mi, I felt a bir like the speaker in 
“Porm,” whe says, “Whenever | travel / in the dark / 1 hide my face 
fwith my hands / so che darkness / can't snatch it / away from me.” 
Il canstantly had oo ask myself and my co-translarars, How do | do 
justice coothe poems without putting my awn face an them? | was 
working in the dark, relying on Faisal for the first drafts and on Mi 
forthe fine-tuning that the poems so obviously needed. My own role 
seems dim to me now, | hope in seme small way | contributed te cre- 
ating what | believe is an important book by an important poet. [t is 
my pood fortune to have been piven the opportunity to work on these 
poems and to have worked on them with such astute and intelligent 
co-translators. lt is all of our good fortune chat Sahil decided to write 
poctry, to follow his vocation. His poems are a gift; one that I hope 
still speaks as powerfully in English as they do in Urdu. 


Christopher Kennedy 
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Black Bird 


The cage was empty. 

and the vase in your window 
overflowed with white Howers. 
In the bookstore, a new book 
of poems had arrived. 

The train in the station 
Waited to go: somewhere. 

The cage was empty. 

The black bird 

flew a little ahead of the train. 
Moving out of the tunnel, 

the engine let out a scream, 

[ stared out the window. 
Dreans built their nests in my eves, 


and the cape was empty. 
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A Poem for You 


The world is the wrong place to live 

if one has oo live forever. 

Each day life 

would become more unbearable. 

Burt the happiness of riding on the bus 

with Saiduddin, 

and the melting wax from the candle burning 
on your dressing table, 

and the smoke collecting an your mirror 
make up for everything, 

‘The fowers pressed in my book 

grow inte jungle dreams, 

Your fingers trace many different paths 

in che dust om che Formica. 

And in che city with all the blank street signs 
when the night becomes darker, 

your uncasy presence makes 

che stars unnecessary, the moon redundant, 
and the sea superfluous. 

Your memory and the mounting pressure 
around my heart make me pray. 
Despite the eternal anger of God te 
my prayer always begins with you. 


rs 


ward poets, 


—— 
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Poem 


Be afraid of pacts 

They have hand grenade dreams : 
Let your words slip 

And they'll throw them against the wall 
Try to snatch them back 

And they'll hide them under water 
Whatever they have 

They wont give you 

Ifa mob confronts them 

Even then the sky is theirs 

They will cal] up a cavalry of clouds 
And they will drown you 

They own the earth and keep your footprints captive 
They have a boat 

And they'll ship you off 

To an island and leave you there 

If you live with birds you will forget 
Faces of pocts. your own face 

When they come for you 

You might push the birds in franc of you 


‘To rake your place. 


rg 
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My Uncle's House 


My sister goes to school. 
My brocher goes to work 


or gocs to meet his friends. 


My uncle never goes anywhere; 

he stays in his house. A house 

all spring flowers and lush trees, 
where the prass prows next to the wall 
and having never seen the stars 

dries up and prows caller, 


This is where noching is heard from the window, 
This is where no one waves from the window, 
‘This is where the door never opens for anyone. 
When the birds start to squawk 

ne one minds or tries to silemee them. 

Even my uncle dogsn't try to stop them. 


He doesn't say a word, 
Maybe he's angry with everyone, 
with the birds, with me as well. 


He doesn't speak to anyone. 

He doesn't leave his house. 

[f someone calls, he doesn’: answer. 

I don't visic anymore, 

Ir seerms as if my uncle lives somewhere else, 
Far away from me. 


And nor in his house. 


#0 
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Taliban 


Women will stay inside their homes 
and girls will hide themselves; 
Howers will blossom and wilt 

on their branches. 

A fog will obscure 

the moon, the sun and the stars. 
Birds in fight 

will forget their songs, 

and those that remain 

in their nears 

will die of fear. 

They will dream a dream 

of a life that is like a dream, 

but when morning spreads its light 
people will switch on their radios, 
and the Taliban 


. 


will creep in through the window. 
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Birds 


It is a lie 

that after the rain in Karachi 
the sprouting prass 

doesn't have blades 

deep green and soft. 

Or that the trees 

don't pive shade 


without che help of clouds, 


And it’s a lie 

thar aur rabhirs’ eves 

don't shine in the dark 

and squirrels 

don't play with walnut shells. 


Or that herbs 

in the palm of the hand 

vel low, 

Sma kes leave their sh HP ie of milk 
for the paper pythons, 


[nm Karachi, 
birds that Ay from trees 


live with us 


through the sound of bullets and bombs; 


perch on walls; always 
they gather somewhere 
to pray, 


Our books don't wait 
inside cupboards for termites. 
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Now our hearts 

BWwiT These seas 

where ance Our cyes 
searched tor golden lowers 
arid our hands 

cear down the walls 

that once buried us alive. 
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What Does Suu Kyi Want? 


Slender Suu Kyi 

in her house in Rangoon: 

What does she want? 

Why won't she stop 

the people from gathering outside her door 
each day? She climbs the wooden stairs, 
and from behind irom bars 

she looks at them and wonders 

at the brightness in their eyes... 

All their impatient hearts are stilled, 

Why won't Suu Kyi stop this 

carnival? Quiside her house, they tremble 
and wait. Why won't she help them? 
Outside her house soldiers display their guns, 
passing by in lorries. 

Why doesn't Suu Kyi fear them? 

Why docs tucking a Hower behind her ear 
like an ordinary housewife 

make her se happy? 

Why doesn't the fate of her peaple 

bring Suu Kyi to pears? 


Each day, why do the faces of tired citizens 

make her smile? 

Won't someone tell her to stop smiling? 

Or snatch the flowers from her hair? 

Time has made Suu Kyi fearless and strong. 

Each day she becomes more fearless, more strong, 
Perhaps now no one can look her in the eve. 
Perhaps no one can even ask her: 


Whar does she wane? 
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| Will Send a Bird 


I will send a bird 

with shining wings, 

Ir will come to you, 

hidden in the clouds. 

Maybe ir will be evening 

when it sees you drinking your tea. 
The bird will laugh and laugh 

when it sees you talking to the stars. 
Bur you won't hear the laughter. 

The bird will be tired, having traveled 
so far a distance. 
But you won't see. , 

The TY in your room will drone 


while you tall asleep in front of it on the couch. 


And above you in the skylight: 
the bird with shining wings. 
The bird I have sent. 


éa 
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Love 


That girl | love whe doesn’t want 

to read a poem begins a scory— 

A story so dark thar ne one can walk in ic, 
Love, usually found in such stories, 


is absent. 


Side by side, she walks with her favorite character. 
But before she can reach the door 

she stumbles. 

She grasps che walls, 

Irving to stand up, and injures her fingers. 

She cries when she finds 

her beautiful nails are broken. 


The story is still so dark 


that no one cam see her tears. 


This gitl is not the girl who began the story. 
The girl who began the story is not the girl. 


To move the story along, 
she stumbles through the poem she had not read. 


Step by step she gets to the end of her story. 

She stays in the dark and cravels far. 

She moves through the dark and leaves Jove in the shadew 
so that she can finish her story. 
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Knife 


From my loneliness, 

a lantern takes shape 

to be used in an cMergency 
during rainstorms. 

Or donated 

to miners working in a gold mine. 


From my loneliness, 

a carriage is made 

to be used at tourist, spots. 
Or when the express train 
derails in bad weather. 


From my loneliness, 

a bridge will be built 

to be used during and after 
the war for tanks to cress. 
Or to suddenly be blown up. 


From my loneliness, 

a knife is honed 

to cut paper or peel an apple. 
And when it rusts, 

it will be plunged into my heart. 


a? 
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Poem 


Get out of the house. 

Goto the worn wooden bench 

at the edge af the park. 

Watch the sunlight vanish into dusk. 

Far from you, on the dirt road, 

the bells ting, the dust blaws, 

At the river's banks the boats arrive. 

There are people on the boats. 

There is joy in their faces 

bur not in your ewilight, 

They are far away from your life. 

The bench at the end of the park 

and the bench in your house 

span the river's reach 

or the length of the paved road your dreams walk. 
Fora while now there's been 

no ringing of bells on the dirt road, 

no boars at the riverbank, 

no joy wrapped in dust. 

Morning. the day: vanished; evening arrives, 
the night comes on and yet, you never went to the park. 
Not once. 
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Poetry 


In these days of war 

poetry : 

is a soldier's lover 

ora bird's nest. 

Nothing makes sense, 

The sea is thrown inte turmail 

from staring at the moon, 

Sometimes a shell comes in 

through the window of a house. 

Nothing makes sense, 

Suddenly disappearing 

gossamer angels 

and Saddam Hussein. 

Nothing makes sense. 

Except for the light that appears in the sky, 

poetry leaves no trace of itself. 

Except for tears in a girl's eye, 

poctry can't be found. 

It is an empty house, 

its doors and windows stolen, 

but the roof remains to shelter us from rain. 
Or a tent 

that can be burnt only by love 

ora bridge that can't be reduced to splinters 
by a tank or fighter plane, 

Ora good Samaritan who takes 

all the world’s injured 

in his arms and runs towards the infirmary. 
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Sun Stroke 


Today the sun 

rose in the west 

and tried all day 

TO PO cast, 

The dew on the trees 

shone through the afternocen, 
Today the grasshoppers 

sang in remembrance of rain, 
Birds sought their way 

on the Siberian wind, 

Today the sun, like a flower, 
turned rowiard the moon 

and by evening the moon 
finished orbiting the earth, 
Today people hung 

the frone doa rh of their houses: 
and set their mirrors 

in the water 


to catch the silver fish. 


30 
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Time Bomb 


[ have a picture 

and a wall thar holds ' 
the picture true. 

And a nail that pierces 

the picture and the wall 

and punctures my breast. 

I have a mirror and a candle 

whose fame collects in the mirror. 

And a cup that can't collect 

rainwater or honey of wax. 

[have a song that can be sung in the dark, 
I have a story 

that can only be told in the light, 

} have a dream chat can’t be cold to anyone. 
I have a heart and nearby atime bomb 
which is always ticking. 


aI 
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To Forget 


Where were we poing 
before leaving each other? 


Mayle I moved north te south 
while you moved west to east. 


Qur faces turned away from cach other, 
and our hearts 

were like vines that grow behind a wall, 
putting down roots far away from it. 
And vou thoughtlessly 

busy, trying to increase, a hit more, 

the distance between us. 

Not looking in any direction, 

you moved away from me, 


FF 
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Poem 


Whenever [ travel 
in the dark 

[ hide my face 
with my hands 

so the darkness 
ean't snatch it 


away from me. 
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The Unwarthy 


The ones who think a flower 
isa flower 

ated a star ix a star 

never go to the beach 

on Sundays, 

Never take the flowers, 

given to them 

on New Years Eve, 

out of their cellophane graves. 


No new season 

begins with their tears, 

At spring's end 

they dream no new dreams. 
On rainy days they go to sleep 
after closing the windows, 
Or coming home from work 
they step in the puddle 

thar hides the downed wire, 
and they dic 

like those people 


Aled Cee k Nev's. 


3d 


Scanned with CamScanner 


Untitled 


This heart ‘3 a horns 

about to detonate, 

Buta marcy: cant trigger it, 
These eves are bullets 

engineered ro go through the walls 
and these hands, co step 

the onslaught of enemy tanks, 

We have planted our feet on the ground. 
(Everyone knows). 

Im the bull berween wars, | 

we bought shoes for our children 
and lanterns for our homes. 


93 
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Gestapo 


Our clased doors 

and high walls 

don't stop them. 

They enter without permission, 
rummaging around, 

upending hooks— 

until the words 

disappear from the pages. 

They play our albums too loud 
and sing over the music. 

They toss our cat 

inte the street from our balcony 
and threaten our Friends 

Over the phane, 

They draw straight paths 

for us to walk 

and use computers 

fo program our poems and stories. 
Our houses and schools 

are hung with 

blessings and good wishes 

that Hatter them. 

They control everything 

except our dreams— 

and their books instruct us 

that our dreams are nightmares, 
‘They fear one day 

all this will change. ' 


We hope this fear destroys them, 
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Jail 


You lay your head on 

bent steel bars 

to dream. 

Your lips brush 

rough walls 

in Scvrie. 

You sing 

but even your shoes can't hear you. 
You dream 

but your dreams = - 

have forgotten the way to your house, 
Upon your death, 

wherever it finds you, 

there is no moment of silence. 
Wo calendar marks 

the accasion of your birth 

as a common holiday. 

Not even a tree 

remembers your name, 
Maybe vou are even forgotten 
by the ant for whose sake 

you sprinkled 

your ration of sugar 

onte the Hoar. 
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Light and Heavy Things 


A single bullet 

doesn't weigh much, 

It fics from a bey's pun. 

where he stands an a street corner, 
into an arm hanging owt the window 
ofa distant apartment. 

The bullet loses all its weight, 

all its power 

after tearing a hole in the arm. 

It can't go any farther. 

It rests. 


A single bullet at rese in the victim's arm 


eGhhanahs pa int, Anorher CWE UP th ree 


would cause morc. But the arm doesn't repard this. 


The victim moans. He doesn't think 
rare bullers would have killed him. 
He doesn't think, begins to weep— 
tears lighter than bullets 

fall ante bed sheets 

and pillows stuffed with feathers. 
With a huller at cese in his arm 

the victin docs think 

that iP his nearly weightless tears 
Fallon the boy's heavy pun 

instead of pillows and bed sheets 
ane day the gun wend rust, 


or the boy's heart would po soft as wax. 


Liphe things take the place of heavy things: 
there is nothing 


to take the place of light things. 


36 


Scanned with CamScanner 


We, Every Day 


Every day we 

should buy flowers 
or candles 

or battles for water 

or plastic knives and forks = 

anything can have a use in war. 

We shouldn't buy toys, 

stow ldin't leak chirougls hooks. 

We should hoard sunglasses 

and umbrellas and fighters. 

We should always keep biscuits 

and a box of matches in our pocket 

to give fo someone, of to set something on fire, 
We need a handkerchief, ton, 

for bleeding hands or burning eyes. 
When the mail is delivered again, 
every day a postcard 

with news that we're alive 

will reach our friends. 

Maybe they will come here 

bo search for us 

where people who are always searching 
are bost. 
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People 


Some people were killed while running away 


and some while walking. 


‘Those going to work started towards home instead; 


those going home 


arrived af thie: Braves rel. 


People hiding inside their houses were also killed, 
and those, too, who were closing their front doers. 


Peaple asleep on roolteps died, 
anc sev clicl people pecking out windows. 


Death roamed every street 
and every wall 
was stained with its handprints. 


The people who wet their rags 


ro clean the walls— 
those were the lase to die. 
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Malika/Queen 


After she retires, 

Malika will design canvas shoes 
and gowns for poor women 

on her computer, 

or perhaps 

open a school 

and never charge che whole fee 
to children 

who have been ch rough 


the burning drum, 


Malika will sel all her houses, cars, 


and pointy brooch at half price, 
Malika will breed rabbits 

and clap with joy 

ro see their eves sparkle at night. 
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Four Walls 


You could call where we live 

a hese. 

A room, very high up 

with a very low cciling, 

ane window, quite large, 

and ene very small door 

that you could pass throug 

with your hands folded over your breast, 
never lifting yaur feet from the floor. 
You can look out this windew, too, 

out the window in the very high room 
with the very low ceiling 

if you like: 

you can sleep without stretching your legs; 
you can live never lifting your head, 
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One Day 


Always in the city, 

on our way from here to there, 
we are afraid. 

Out of nowhere 

astray bullet 

might murder ws. 

‘Those of us hit by bullers 

dic, or, wounded, 

await our turn in the haspital. 
Always, news of death, 

Always, heaps of burned cars— 
newspapers 

like firecrackers 

all day 

explode in our hands. 
Watching our dying depart, 

we don't weep anymore. 
Instead of pain, 

glut with smoke, 

What is trampled 

under foot when crowds 

Hee the gunfire from speeding cars? 
We do not heed rhis, 

Even after hearing 

the screams of women, 

rushing to take refuge in the shops, 
we de not run to help, 

We cross the street 

as SOON as We soc 


police and armored cars approaching, 
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When we hear the sirens 

oF ambulances and fire trucks, 

no sound escapes our throes. 
Through clenched tecth, 

we force down sleeping pills 

and pur our heads on pillows 

to po to sleep 

and prepare for another day like this. 
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East 


When the sun 
sets to the west 
we [ry fo step it 


to hold a little bit of light, 


Before evening 

we po and stand by che shore 
and wait for the sun. 

It arrives slowly 

and, never touching us, 
drowns in the sea, 


We return home 


and go to sleep, ignoring those 


whe claim the sun 

always rises from the east; 
for them, 

it Cannot stop 

setting in the west, 

even for a day, 
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The Second Sky 


On the first day, the clouds were wounded. 
On the second day, the sears, 

On the third day, 

bullets struck the blue sky 

and turned it black. 


Something resembling tears 
fell to the ground, 
Sometimes the drops fell silently. 


Sometimes loudly on the road: steady falling water. 


The wounded sky 
cried loudly, 

Ie biel its Face 

in the clouds. 


When we trled to lift its spirirs, 
the rain came faster. 


Dark mud stuck to our shoes 
when we came home. 

The carpet 

drank the sky's tears 

that we spread through the house 
with our damp clothes, 


Our muddy footprints on the cement floor, 


sometimes light, sometimes dark, ° 
like the wounded sky. 
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Prayers aimed at the sky 

came back with the fast rain, 

and the wet earth swallowed them. 
Small umbrellas were 

not enough for us or the sky. 
Ithe guns had stopped firing 

in this weather, 

maybe the sky would have mended 
like us. 
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Wall and Bird 


The bird dreams 
it has broken 


down the wall, 


The bird awakens 

and begins breaking down the wall 
frome morning to night, 

keeps breaking it down 

from night to morning, 


One morning the wall notices 
the bird has broken down. 
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A Child's Bicycle 


A child's bicyele 

is useless 

on a battlefield. 

It cant move 

when a tank approaches, 
its bells don't ring. 

it scizecs Up, 

so tiny 

the tank doesnt see ic. 
When the tank , 
PoCs abour its business, . 
runs over it, 

a small noise 

Carrics cvery where, 
Asmall stain 

spreads over the ground, 
When the tank advances, 
bicycles swarm it, 

drive it crazy, 

ringing their bells, 

don't let it escape, 
frighten it inte the ether. 
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An Olive Tree 
(For Mahenowd Darwish) 


Dear friend, | have 

no garden, 

just a scrap from a dream, a window ledge 
with a few pors 

to remind me why there are trees in the world 
and co rel me che trees are burning. 

My sister tries ta revive 

my weary feet with oil, 

She says what mother would tell me 

if she were here — 

Would chat the whale world 

were a well of olive oil 

ro revive our weary fect 

so thar we might walk 

with those dear to us 

in the gardens of paraclise. 

One tree will be there for you, 

my friend, 

forever intertwining the blessings 

af healing and love. 
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You Are an Inflammatory Poet 


Like the tear gas shells 

exploding in the streets ‘ 
at the protest rally 

while people run this way and that, 
your pocms 

burn the eves, 

parch the throat, 

they make water pour from the nose, 
and make the heart pound. 

In your new poems,” 

instead of vings growing over 

sewer pipes, 

you talk instead of the dirty water. 
Instead of flowers blossoming 

beside the railway line 

masked bandits fring guns on the express trains 
is the signal of danger. 

And Sindhi Hindu women’s uprising 
Was Quite Upserring. 

We were celebrating the World Cup win, 
firing shots in the air. 

Those women were killed 

purely by accident. 

You should now clevate their memory in verse. 
Like the opposition leader, 

you disagree with our policies. 

For you, all our legislation is unconstitutional, 
and you refuse every bargain we offer. 
Everything we do angers you. 

And as for us... let's not speak of that. 
Every word in your new poems 
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is like a bullet from a hired assassins gun. 
We could sentence wou as a terrorist, 

or have you declared a spy. 

You could be called a traitor. 

But to us, you are an inflammatory poct, 


for mew, 
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